Take them, lady, if they please you, the victims your city celebrates but our own law abominates: holy here, a horror there.
Iphigenia:
So. My first care is to safeguard the goddess's property. Untie these strangers' hands; let them go free, for they are holy victims. Then go in; make preparations for what must be done.
(Attendants unshackle Orestes and Pylades and go into the temple, leaving the two men with Iphigenia.)
You poor young men, who was your mother? Who was your father? And if you had a sister, then she too will be bereft of youof both of you. Who can foresee, who knows the paths that fate may choose? What the gods send is murky and obscure. Where trouble first arose, and how, is never clear; nor is it ever clear where things may go from here. Chance leads us into dense confusion.
Miserable strangers, where have you come from? You must have voyaged far across the sea; and even lengthier will be your stay away from home eternally in the world below.
Orestes:
Woman, whoever you may be, why moan, grieving for troubles that are ours alone? If you plan to kill someone, it makes no sense to try to ease their dread of death with sympathy. And why, when close to death, when no escape is possible, should anybody weep? Scorned as a fool yet dying all the same, he doubles all the trouble he is in. What will be, will be. So let it be. And do not weep for us. We clearly see and understand the custom of this place. We know that we will be a sacrifice.
Iphigenia:
Which of you is Pylades? That is my first question.
Orestes:
He is-if that gives you any joy.
Iphigenia:
And which Greek city is home to Pylades?
Orestes:
Why ask us? How does it benefit you to know this?
Iphigenia:
Did one mother give birth to you two?
Orestes:
We're bound by ties of love, not family.
Iphigenia:
The name your father gave you-what is it?
Orestes: "Unlucky" would have been appropriate.
I ask your name, but you describe your fate.
Orestes:
You'll sacrifice my body, not my name.
Iphigenia:
All the same, why not tell me? Why are you so reluctant, so grudging, so haughty?
Orestes: If I die nameless, no one can laugh at me.
So you will not even name your city?
Orestes:
What good would that do me? I am about to die.
Iphigenia:
But as a favor to me? Tell me, please.
Orestes:
Glorious Argos-that's where I was raised.
Iphigenia:
Oh god-can there be truth in that claim?
Orestes:
Mycenae, wealthy once-that was my home.
Iphigenia:
Oh, your arrival here was longed for so!
Orestes:
I never longed to come here. Maybe you for some reason longed for me to come.
Iphigenia:
So were you exiled from your native land?
Orestes: Yes. No. It's hard to understand. I did choose exile. Also I did not.
Could you tell me something that I long to hear?
Orestes:
It adds no weight to what I have to bear, so yes.
Iphigenia: It is this:
have you ever heard of Troy?
The legend of that place is everywhere.
Orestes:
I'd give a lot not to know that nightmare.
Iphigenia:
Has Troy been conquered? That is what I hear.
Orestes:
The stories that you hear are not a lie.
Iphigenia:
And Helen-tell me, has she come back home to Menelaus?
Orestes: She has. And it was evil, this return. It harmed a person dear to me.
Where is Helen now? She owes something to me for an old injustice, an injury.
Orestes:
She lives in Sparta now just as before, with her husband.
Iphigenia:
Curse the wicked whore! All Greece hates Helen. I am not alone.
Orestes:
No, you are far from the only one.
Helen's marriage also affected me.
Iphigenia:
And have the Greeks returned, as people say, from Troy?
Orestes: You are interrogating me. Too many questions packed too close together.
I need to know the answers! I must learn the truth before you die.
Orestes:
Go on, since you desire it. I will try.
Iphigenia:
A man named Calchas-did he come home from Troy, did he return? They say he was a prophet.
Orestes:
And they say he's dead. That was the rumor in Mycenae.
Iphigenia:
Thanks, blessed goddess! And Laertes' son?
Orestes: Still alive. Still far from home.
Good. Damn him-may he die far away from his home in Ithaka.
Orestes:
There is no need to curse Odysseus. His life's a wreck already.
Iphigenia:
And Thetis's, the Nereid's son Achilles-what of him?
Orestes:
Dead. In Aulis he was a bridegroom; that marriage never came to anything.
Iphigenia:
Marriage? False marriage, as they all can say who lived through it.
Orestes:
But lady, who are you? On all things Greek you question me with so much knowledge, and so cleverly.
Iphigenia:
Greece is my native country. But when I was still a child, they-I was taken away.
Orestes:
Your thirst for news from Greece, then-now I see.
Iphigenia:
What of that general, the man they say was fortunate and blessed?
Orestes: I do not know of any generals that I would call blessed.
Lord Agamemnon, son of Atreusthat was his name.
Orestes:
I tell you I don't know! This is not a subject to pursue.
Iphigenia:
Please tell me, stranger, for the love of god. Do me that favor.
Orestes:
The poor man has died, and in his death he has destroyed another.
Iphigenia:
Died? What disasterhow did he come to die?
Orestes:
Why are you weeping? What was he to you?
Iphigenia: I'm mourning for his lost prosperity.
Murdered by his wife-an awful death.
Iphigenia: I mourn for murderer and murdered both.
Then stop right there and do not ask me more!
Iphigenia:
One more question: does she still draw breath, this wife who killed her husband?
Orestes:
No. Her son killed her in retribution.
Iphigenia:
House shaken to its foundations, family shattered and ruined! Why would any son commit an act like this?
Orestes: Because of his father's murder. This was justice.
Iphigenia: I pity him. So the son's crime was a just one-virtuous too.
Orestes:
A just crime? Maybe. The gods saw matters differently.
Iphigenia:
Were other children left besides the son?
Orestes:
A girl, Electra-the unmarried one.
Iphigenia:
And of the daughter who was sacrificed-what do they say?
Orestes:
Only that she can no longer see the light. They say that she is dead and gone.
Wretched girl and wretched father, then, who killed his daughter-
Orestes:
Yes, the daughter who was put to death for Helen's sakewoman and reason each bad as the other.
Iphigenia:
And that daughter's brother, son of the murdered fatheris he in Argos still? Is he alive?
Orestes:
If to be alive is to live everywhere and nowhere, he's alive.
Iphigenia:
Goodbye, false dreams, goodbye. I see now that you lie.
Orestes:
The gods are wise, they say, yet the gods see no more of truth than dreams that flutter by. Between the mortal world and the divine, confusion reigns. A careful man believes a prophecy, yet still he comes to grief. Orestes: So you, a woman, can take up a sword, use it to kill a man?
Iphigenia:
I pour the lustral water on your head.
Orestes:
Who is it then whose blade will strike me dead, if I may ask?
